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Abstract 
Prime 0LQLVWHU¶V4XHVWLRQV304Vin the UK attracts much criticism for the adversarial and 
occasional aggressive language on display. During his successful campaign for the leadership 
RIWKH/DERXU3DUW\-HUHP\&RUE\QFDOOHGIRUD³QHZNLQGRISROLWLFV´,79One feature 
RIKLV³QHZ´DSSURDFh, apparent during his early sessions as Leader of the Opposition, was to 
include questions to Prime Minister David Cameron sourced from members of the public. 
$OWKRXJK VXEVHTXHQWO\ WKHVH ³SXEOLF TXHVWLRQV´ EHFDPH OHVV IUHTXHQW WKH\ SURYLGHG DQ
opportunLW\ WR FRPSDUH WKHLU LQWHUDFWLRQDO HIIHFWV ZLWK VWDQGDUG ³QRQ-SXEOLF TXHVWLRQV´
Arguably, the aim of this salient feature of his approach to questioning Cameron was to redress 
WKHPRUDORUGHURI304V:HWHVWWKLVSURSRVDOYLDWZRPHDVXUHVRIWKH30¶VUHVponses: reply 
rate and personalisation. Results showed that &RUE\Q¶V SXEOLF TXHVWLRQV GLG QRW HQKDQFH
&DPHURQ¶Vreply rate. However, whereas Cameron used significantly more personal attacks 
than Corbyn in response to non-public questions, the level of such attacks by the PM for public 
TXHVWLRQVZDVDVORZDV&RUE\Q¶VZLWKQRVLJQLILFDQWGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQWKHPIn this latter 
regard, such an approach showed the potential to mitigate the ritualistic and customary verbal 
aggression of PMQs. 
Keywords: PMQs, personal attacks, personalisation, quotations, reply rate, equivocation 
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1. Introduction 
3ULPH 0LQLVWHU¶V 4XHVWions (PMQs) is the central British parliamentary institution and its 
highest profile parliamentary event. Every Wednesday at noon in the House of Commons, 
Members of Parliament (MPs) have the opportunity to pose questions to the Prime Minister 
(PM). The event takes place whenever Parliament is sitting and typically lasts for at least half 
an hour. Via an application and selection process, MPs can ask questions on a topic of their 
choice. Thus, PMQs provides a degree of political accountability and, arguably, a level of high 
profile democracy the envy of many citizens the world over.  
At the same time, PMQs is notorious for its aggressive adversarial language. This has 
often led to severe criticism from select committees, parliamentarians and commentators (e.g. 
Blair 2010; Martin 2013; Thomas 2006). Thirty years ago, the interaction between the leaders 
RI WKH WZR PDLQ SDUWLHV ZDV GHVFULEHG DV D IRUP RI ³JODGLDWRULDO FRPEDW´ ZLWK ERWK VLGHV
engaging in vocal partisanship by cheering their leader and booing their opponents (Irwin 1988, 
82). On 17 June 1987, at his re-election as Speaker [the Speaker is the parliamentary official 
who presides over debates in the House of Commons], Bernard Weatherill told the House that 
KHZDV³DSSDOOHG´WRKHDUWKHQRLVHVGXULQJ the radio broadcast of PMQs; in the 1983-1987 
parliamentary session, he regularly appealed for better (and quieter) behaviour at PMQs (Irwin 
 0RUH UHFHQWO\ WKH FXUUHQW 6SHDNHU -RKQ %HUFRZ FRPSODLQHG DERXW WKH ³FKDUDFWHU
conduct, content and cultuUH´RI304VDUJXLQJ WKDW LW LVGRPLQDWHGE\TXHVWLRQV IURP WKH
Leader of the Opposition (LO) to the exclusion of backbench questions, that MPs treat the PM 
DVWKRXJKVKHZHUH³D3UHVLGHQWLQVROHFRQWURORIWKHHQWLUH%ULWLVK*RYHUQPHQW´DQGWKDW
03V³\HOODQGKHFNOH´LQDQ³XQEHFRPLQJPDQQHU´SURYLGLQJ³VFUXWLQ\E\VFUHHFK´%HUFRZ
2010). 
A principal theme of this special issue is the interface between aggressive language and 
what has been termed the moral order7KLVKDVEHHQGHILQHGDV³Dsocially-constructed set of 
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XQGHUVWDQGLQJV´ DQG ³D WUDGLWLRQ RI WKRXJKW ZRUNHG RXW RYHU WLPH ZLWKLQ D FRPPXQLW\´
(Domenici and Littlejohn 2006, 7), which influences the actions of individuals in a group 
setting (Pearce and Littlejohn 1997). The particular focus of this paper is an attempt by a 
leading British politician (Jeremy Corbyn, Leader of the Labour Party) to redress the moral 
order of parliamentary debate through a reform of the discursive norms of PMQs. 
The concept of norm KDVEHHQGHILQHGDV³DUXle or principle that specifies actions which 
are required, permissible or forbidden independently of any legal or social LQVWLWXWLRQ´6ULSDGD
and Stich 2006, 281). Sometimes referred to as normativity, this concept provides a standard 
for evaluating and making judgements about behaviours or outcomes, thereby specifying one 
key aspect of the moral order. 
Notably, Jeremy Corbyn during his campaign for the leadership of the Labour Party in 
2015 bemoaned the current practice of PMQs, and expressed his desire for change, promising 
DQHQGWR³WKURZLQJFOXEKRXVHWKHDWULFDODEXVHDFURVVWKHIORRURISDUOLDPHQW´:LQWRXU2015). 
7KH PRVW VDOLHQW IHDWXUH RI &RUE\Q¶V QHZ DSSURDFK ZDV WR SRVH TXHVWLRQV VRXUFHG IURP
members of the public (referred to here as public questions), whereas in contrast, questions 
traditionally have not been so sourced (we refer to those as non-public questions). In this paper, 
the relative impact of public and non-public questions is assessed and evaluated; the full 
analysis is reported below. This is preceded by an account of the social frame and parliamentary 
conventions of PMQs, together with a review of relevant academic research. We argue that this 
novel approach of the new LO provides an excellent situational context in which to conduct a 
case study of the complex interrelationship between parliamentary language and the moral 
order, focussing speFLILFDOO\RQ-HUHP\&RUE\Q¶VDWWHPSWWRUHIRUPWKHGLVFXUVLYHQRUPVRI
PMQs. 
1.1 The social frame of PMQs 
The tradition of PMQs dates right back to the eighteenth century, to the era of the first British 
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PM, Sir Robert Walpole (1721-1742). In its modern form, the institution of PMQs dates from 
1961, when it was formalised to two 15-minute sessions on Tuesdays and Thursdays whenever 
Parliament was sitting. In 1997, this procedure was changed by the newly elected PM Tony 
Blair to just one weekly session every sitting Wednesday, lasting about 30 minutes. Notably, 
the tradition of question time is not confined to the UK. In Canada, this convention is known 
as Question Period, in Australia and New Zealand as Question Time, in India as Question Hour. 
However, the ensuing discussion is based on British parliamentary procedure.  
The basic procedure of PMQs is as follows. Backbench MPs who wish to put a question 
to the PM are required to table their questions in advance of the session. The order of questions 
is randoPLVHGYLDDSURFHVVNQRZQDV³WKHVKXIIOH´DQGWKH03V¶names are entered onto the 
Order Paper (House of Commons Information Office 2010a). At the session, the names of MPs 
on the Order Paper are called by the Speaker to put their question to the PM. PMQs always 
begins with the same tabled routine question, inviting the PM to list his/her official 
HQJDJHPHQWVIRUWKHGD\)ROORZLQJWKH30¶VUHSO\WKHFDOOHGMP can ask a further question 
WHUPHGD³VXSSOHPHQWDU\´RQYLUWXDOO\DQ\WRSLFUHODWHGWRWKH30¶V general responsibilities 
or to some aspect of government policy. There is no requirement for the PM to have advance 
knowledge of a supplementary question, thus there is a potential for unpredictability and 
surprise. The MP is limited to this one supplementary and FDQQRW IROORZ XS RQ WKH 30¶V
response with any further utterance (Harris 2001). However, this is permissible for the LO, 
who is allowed up to six supplementary questions. These questions may be posed 
consecutively, or in more than one bloc (for example, in two groups of three questions). 
In PMQs, MPs must orient to the expectation that the dialogue should follow a question-
response (Q/R) pattern. However, they are expected to observe certain traditions and 
conventions regardLQJZKDWLVWHUPHG³XQSDUOLDPHQWDU\ODQJXDJH´6SHFLILFDOO\WKH\VKRXOG
not be abusive or insulting, call another MP a liar, suggest another MP has false motives, or 
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misrepresent another MP, conventions which are enforced by the Speaker. S/he is responsible 
for maintaining order during debates and may admonish MPs who break the rules of the House. 
The Speaker may ask an MP to withdraw an objectionable utterance. Over the years, Speakers 
have objected to the use of abusive epithets such as blackguard, coward, git, guttersnipe, 
hooligan, rat, swine, traitor, and stoolpigeon (House of Commons Information Office 2010b). 
An MP who refuses to comply with the Speaker may be suspended from the House (referred 
WRLQSDUOLDPHQWDU\SURFHGXUHDV³QDPLQJ´ 
These conventions regarding parliamentary and unparliamentary language have been 
UHJDUGHGDV³PLWLJDWLQJWHFKQLTXHV´HJ+DUULVDPHDQVZKHUHE\WKHIXOOIRUFHRIWKH
aggressive, adversarial language of PMQs may be softened or regulated. However, in light of 
the foregoing criticisms, and of academic research on adversarialism in PMQs reviewed below, 
it is seriously open to question whether these conventions actually work, indeed, whether verbal 
aggression has actually now become the moral order of PMQs. That said, some commentators 
are full of praise for the adversarialism with which the event has come to be associated. For 
H[DPSOH*LPVRQFODLPHGWKDWWKH³LQVWLWXWLRQDOLVHGUXGHQHVV>«@LVSDUWRIEHLQJD
IUHHQDWLRQ´DQGWKDWWKHDJJUHVVLYHDGYHUVDULDOLVPKDVFRQWULEXWHGWR304VEHFRPLQJ³RQH
RIWKHIHZJHQXLQHO\SRSXODUELWVRI%ULWLVKSROLWLFV´ 
1.2 Academic research on PMQs 
Research on PMQs can be broadly summarised under four main headings: (1) historical trends 
HJ'XQOHDY\-RQHVDQG2¶/HDU\'XQOHDY\-RQHV%XUQKDP(OJLHDQG)\VK
(2) types of questions (e.g. Irwin, Kennon, Natzler, and Rogers 1993; Giddings and Irwin 
2005); (3) adversarialism (e.g. Bates, Kerr, Byrne, and Stanley 2014; Bull and Wells 2012;  
Harris 2001; Waddle, Bull, and Böhnke 2019); (4) public perceptions of PMQs (Allen et al. 
2014). Given that the main focus of this paper is on adversarialism in PMQs, relevant research 
specifically on this theme is briefly summarized below. 
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According to Harris (2001), much PMQs discourse is composed of intentional and 
explicitly face-threatening acts (FTAs). FTAs are forms of speech which may either cast a 
person in a bad light or threaten their future freedom of action (Brown and Levinson 1978, 
1987). Although members are constrained by the rules relating to parliamentary language, 
FTAs are an intrinsic feature of the exchanges between opposition politicians (Pérez de Ayala, 
2001). Harris analysed 12 sessions of PMQs (held between March and November 2000). She 
argued that systematic impoliteness is not only sanctioned in PMQs but rewarded in accordance 
with expectations of MPs through an adversarial and confrontational political process ± a view 
supporWHGE\7UDF\ZKRUHIHUVWR³UHDVRQDEOHKRVWLOLW\´. Hence, even the most serious 
FTAs rarely, if ever, result in a breakdown in interpersonal relationships, nor is that the 
intention. MPs clearly perceive that the main role of political opposition is to oppose, namely, 
to criticise, challenge, subvert, or ridicule the policies and positions of the government. 
Nowhere is this more evident than in these weekly exchanges between the PM and the LO. 
Indeed, the latter is likely to regard his/her reputation as a skilful and effective adversary as a 
VLJQLILFDQWPHDVXUHRIOHDGHUVKLSVXFFHVVZKHUHE\WKH\FDQEHVWHQKDQFHWKHLURZQ³IDFH´E\
undermining that of the PM. Arguably, this adversarial and confrontational process was 
heightened by the televising of the House of Commons debates (which began in November 
1989). 
A study by Bull and Wells (2012) followed up the analysis of Harris (2001). They 
identified six distinctive ways in which FTAs are performed in questions, and five in which the 
PM may counter FTAs in replies. Following Goffman (1967), Bull and Wells (2012) utilised 
the term face aggravation to refer to the aggressive use of facework in PMQs, in which 
DQWDJRQLVWV VHHN WR VFRUH SRLQWV DW WKH RWKHU¶V H[SHQVH Overall, they proposed that face 
aggravation between the PM and LO is not just an acceptable form of parliamentary discourse, 
it is both sanctioned and rewarded, a means whereby the LO may enhance his/her own status. 
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They further argued that PMQs should be regarded as another of the situations identified by 
Culpeper (1996), where impoliteness is not a marginal activity, but central to the interaction 
that takes place. 
Based on techniques devised by the first author for the analysis of Q/R sequences (Bull 
1994; 2003; 2009; Bull and Mayer 1993), a substantive study of PMQs was conducted by Bates 
et al. (2014). They compared the opening sessions of PMQs for five PMs (Margaret Thatcher, 
John Major, Tony Blair, Gordon Brown, and David Cameron) ± a period spanning 31 years. 
Their aim was to test a general perception that PMQs has developed into a focal point for 
shallow political point scoring rather than serious scrutiny of the Prime Minister and her/his 
government. They found that the conduct of PMQs had become rowdier over the period 
sampled, with weekly sessions becoming increasingly dominated by the leaders of the two 
main parties to the gradual exclusion of other MPs. 
One way of conceptualising and evaluating adversarialism in PMQs is via an 
assessment of personal attacks by the main protagonists. Waddle, Bull, and Böhnke (2019) 
devised a coding system (detailed in section 2.2) ± based on personal disrespect ± to facilitate 
such an analysis. Their study, which is discussed below, covered the same five PMs as Bates 
et al. (2014), but with an extended research period to include the latter sessions of their 
premierships as well as those at the start. Results showed some recent periods to be highly 
DJJUHVVLYHZLWKZHOORYHUKDOIRIWKHOHDGHUV¶H[FKDQJHVSHUVRQDOO\DQWDJRQLVWLF 
Notably, this kind of behaviour does not find favour with large proportions of the 
general public. Although comments about public perceptions of PMQs have typically been 
HVVHQWLDOO\DQHFGRWDODIRUPDOVWXG\RISXEOLFDWWLWXGHVWR304VHQWLWOHG³7XQHGLQRUWXUQHG
off: Public attLWXGHV WR 3ULPH 0LQLVWHU¶V 4XHVWLRQV´ ZDV UHFHQWO\ FRPPLVVLRQHG E\ WKH
Hansard Society (Allen et al. 2014). This study was based on four focus groups, and a series 
of questions posed in an Audit of Political Engagement opinion poll. Across all four focus 
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JURXSV WKHUH ZDV D VWURQJ UHDFWLRQ WR 304V DV ³FKLOGLVK´ 7KH LQWHUDFWLRQ EHWZHHQ WKH
politicians ± likened by some to badly behaved children in a playground ± was considered 
XQFLYLOLVHGDQGGLVUHVSHFWIXO2YHUDOO WKHSURFHVVZDVGHVFULEHGDV³SRLQWOHVV´D³ZDVWHRI
WLPH´DQGDQH[HUFLVHLQ³IXWLOLW\´0DQ\RIWKHUHVSRQGHQWVZHUHLQIXULDWHGE\DSHUFHLYHG
IDLOXUHWRDQVZHUD³VWUDLJKWTXHVWLRQ´FRPELQHGZLWKVFRULQJSDUW\SRLQWV2YHUDOOWKHIRFXV
group research clearly suggested that while citizens recognised the value of PMQs in theory, 
they deplored the way PMQs is played out in practice.  
The results of the audit of political engagement (Allen et al. 2014) showed that although 
some people liked the tone and format of PMQs, they were in a minority. So, for example, in 
UHVSRQVHWRWKHVWDWHPHQW³7KHUHLVWRRPXFKSDUW\SROLWLFDOSRLQW-scoring instead of answering 
WKH TXHVWLRQ´  RI SHRSOH DJUHHG DQG RQO\  GLVDJUHHG  ZHUH ³GRQ¶W NQRZV´). 
Overall, for the majority of the respondents, the observed behaviour of the MPs fostered 
negative perceptions of Parliament and damaged its reputation. Arguably, this is because that 
behaviour violates what is regarded as morally acceptable by the general public, in the sense 
that it violates the norms of civilised behaviour. ,WLVLQWKLVFRQWH[WWKDW&RUE\Q¶VLQWURGXFWLRQ
of publicly sourced questions should be considered, as outlined below. 
1.3 Quotations in PMQs 
PMQs has its own distinctive rhetoric, and one particular feature is the use of quotations (Bull 
and Wells 2012). A recent study of PMQs interactions between former Conservative PM David 
Cameron and former Labour LO Ed Miliband, found that quotations made up 9% of their 
combined word count (Fetzer and Bull, in preparation). The politicians either quoted 
themselves, other politicians, or expert sources. In every case, these quotations were used in an 
adversarial manner, either to deconstruct the argumentation, credibility and leadership of 
opponents and their party, or to enhance these qualities in themselves.  
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The novel approach adopted by the current LO Jeremy Corbyn following his 
appointment as Labour Party leader (12 September 2015) involved a distinctive use of 
quotations ± in the form of questions sourced from members of the public. At his first PMQs 
session as LO just four days into his new role, his initial question to the PM was sourced in this 
way. He introduced it follows: 
 
>«@0DQ\WROGPHWKDWWKH\WKRXJKW3ULPH0LQLVWHU¶V4XHVWLRQ7LPHZDVWRRWKHDWULFDO
that Parliament was out of touch and too theatrical, and that they wanted things done 
differently, but above all they wanted their voice heard in Parliament. So I thought, in 
P\ILUVW3ULPH0LQLVWHU¶V4XHVWLRQ7LPH,ZRXOGGRLWLQDVOLJKWO\GLIIHUHQWZD\>«] 
So I sent out an email to thousands of people and asked them what questions they would 
like to put to the Prime Minister and I received 40,000 replies. There is not time to ask 
40,000 questions today - our rules limit us to six - so I would like to start with the first 
one, which is about housing. Two-and-a-half thousand people emailed me about the 
KRXVLQJFULVLVLQWKLVFRXQWU\,DVNRQHIURPDZRPDQFDOOHG0DULHZKRVD\V³:KDW
does the government intend to do about the chronic lack of affordable housing and the 
H[WRUWLRQDWHUHQWVFKDUJHGE\VRPHSULYDWHVHFWRUODQGORUGVLQWKLVFRXQWU\"´ 
 
&DPHURQ¶VUHVSRQVHLQFOXGHGWKHIROORZLQJ 
 
>«@/HWPHQRZDQVZHUYHU\GLUHFWO\0DULH¶VTXHVWLRQ:HGRQHHGWRVHHPRUH 
affordable housing in our country. We delivered 260,000 affordable housing units 
during the last Parliament, and we built more council houses in our country than had 
been managed in the previous 13 years, but I recognise that much more needs to be 
GRQH>«@+DQVDUG+&'HE6HSWHPEHUFRO 1037) 
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In &RUE\Q¶Vfirst PMQs as LO, all six of his questions were sourced from members of 
the public. Subsequently, Corbyn reduced this to three or four of his allotted six questions at 
the next two sessions, then to only one or two questions over the next 16 sessions (his twentieth 
session on 13 April 2016 was the first session when none of his questions were of this type). 
The aim of this paper is to assess whether this innovation had any effect on mitigating the 
adversarial discourse of PMQs based on two distinct methodological techniques, as detailed 
below. 
1.4 Measures of analysis  
7KHPHDVXUHXVHGKHUH WRDVVHVVZKHWKHU&RUE\Q¶VQRYHODSSURDFK WRDVNLQJTXHVWLRQVKDG
fostered a more informative dialogue is termed reply rate. This tried and tested method refers 
to the proportion of questions that receive an explicit reply (Bull 1994, 2003), defined as a 
response where the politician provides the information requested in the question: the lower the 
reply rate, the more equivocal the politician.  
There is now a substantive research literature on reply rates in broadcast political 
interviews. Analyses of 33 such interviews conducted with British party political leaders 
(broadcast between 1987 and 1992) showed a mean reply rate of just 46% (Bull 1994, 2003). 
In an independent study of a completely different set of interviews (with the then leaders: 
Conservative PM Margaret Thatcher and Labour LO Neil Kinnock), the politicians were found 
to give direct answers to only 39% of questions (Harris 1991). More recent studies have found 
even lower reply rates. An analysis of two interviews with Theresa May shortly after she 
became PM showed a reply rate of just 27% (Bull 2016). An analysis of four interviews from 
the 2017 UK general election showed very similar results, with reply rates of 28% for Corbyn 
and 27% for May (Bull 2017). However, to date there have been no comparable studies of reply 
rates for PMQs in the UK.  
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The second measure ± personalisation ± refers to disrespectful comments directed at 
another politician rather than addressing the topic under discussion, figuratively referred to 
WKURXJKWKHIRRWEDOODQDORJ\RI³SOD\LQJWKHPDQUDWKHUWKDQWKHEDOO´Waddle and Bull 2016). 
Waddle, Bull, and Böhnke (2019) devised a coding system to facilitate identification of 
personal attacks in PMQs. This measure is used here to evaluate the levels of aggressive 
language between the PM and the LO. For example, in a particularly caustic exchange between 
WKHOHDGHUVLQ&DPHURQ¶VUHVSRQVHWRIRUPHU/2(G0LOLEDQGLQFOXGHG³>«@7KHWUXWK
LVKHLVZHDNDQGGHVSLFDEOHDQGZDQWVWRFUDZOWRSRZHULQ$OH[6DOPRQG¶V1 SRFNHW´+&
Deb, 11 March 2015, col. 288).  
Utilising this measure of personalisation, an analysis was conducted by Waddle, Bull, 
and Böhnke (2019) of PMQs held between 1979 and 2016, covering the early and latter 
premiership periods of Thatcher, Major, Blair, Brown, and Cameron. The results showed that 
PM Cameron was significantly more personally antagonistic towards the LO than each of the 
four PMs who preceded him. His level of personal attacks peaked when responding to questions 
from LO Miliband in 2015, when almost 62% of his replies contained at least one such attack. 
,QWHUHVWLQJO\KRZHYHU&DPHURQ¶VDWWDFNVUHGXFHGVLJQLILFDQWO\towards the end of his time in 
office in 2016 when responding to questions from Jeremy Corbyn ± down over threefold to just 
20% of his replies. 
It is possible that the rHGXFWLRQLQWKH30¶VGLVUHVSHFWZDVEHFDXVH&RUE\QKLPVHOIXVHG
fewer personal attacks than any other LO analysed in the study spanning a 37-year period. Just 
RYHURI&RUE\Q¶VTXHVWLRQVGXULQJ&DPHURQ¶VODWWHUVHVVLRQVFRQWDLQHGDSHUVRQDODWWDFN
The significant reduction in personal disrespect by the PM may have been a reflection of 
                                                          
1
 Alex Salmond is a former leader of the Scottish National Party (SNP) and former First Minister of 
Scotland. He was an MP the UK Parliament 1987-2010 and 2015-2017. 
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&RUE\Q¶VUHODWLYHSROLWHQHVV,QGHHGWKLVZRXOGILWZLWKWKHSURSRVDORI&XOSHSHUWKDW
impoliteness ± or in this case politeness ± tends to be reciprocated during interaction. 
Waddle, Bull, and Böhnke (2019) RIIHUHG WKUHH IXUWKHU SURSRVDOV IRU &DPHURQ¶V
reduced personal disrespect. Firstly, attacking the older and relatively polite LO to a high 
degree may not have reflected well on the PM. Secondly, opinion poll ratLQJVIRU&RUE\Q¶V
party at that time were lower than for any period of opposition for well over half a century 
(Hughes 2016). Therefore, it may have been considered politically expedient to avoid 
damaging the Labour leader. The final proposal concerned how &DPHURQ¶V ODWWHU SHULRG
coincided with the EU referendum campaign ± a situation which, unusually, saw the PM and 
the LO campaigning on the same side: for the UK to remain in the EU. Conceivably, this may 
have led to reduced antagonism between the leaders. 
It is also conceivable that the PM would be less inclined to respond with personal 
GLVUHVSHFW ZKHQ &RUE\Q¶V TXHVWLRQV were sourced from, and referred directly to, a named 
member of the public. Arguably, such questions might inhibit personal attacks by the PM, 
because, as a democratically elected politician, he would not want to be seen to be responding 
to their legitimate concerns through this kind of personalisation. However, by the time of 
&DPHURQ¶VODWWHUSHULRGDVDQDO\VHGE\ Waddle, Bull, and Böhnke (2019) ± his final 10 sessions 
prior to resignation ± Corbyn was asking such questions infrequently. Conversely, for the 
period of analysis here, where public questions were in regular use, there was an opportunity 
to evaluate their interactional effect.  
1.5 Hypotheses 
There were two main hypotheses for the current study: 
The first of these relates to reply rate and was based on previous research showing that 
politicians tend to answer more questions from members of the public than those of 
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professional interviewers (Bull 2003). Accordingly, it was predicted that public questions in 
PMQs would be associated with an increased reply rate.  
The second hypothesis relates to personalisation. It was predicted that the PM would 
be less inclined to respond to public questions with personal disrespect (as reasoned above), 
thereby these questions would also be associated with a reduction in personal attacks.  
 
2. Data and methodology 
Transcripts were accessed online from Hansard, the official written record of UK parliamentary 
debates (https://hansard.parliament.uk/). Hansard, however, is not a full verbatim record of 
parliamentary proceedings. According to the definition adopted by the Select Committee on 
3DUOLDPHQWDU\'HEDWHV+&LWLV³VXEVWDQWLDOO\WKH verbatim report, with repetitions 
and redundancies omitted and with obvious mistakes corrected, but which on the other hand 
OHDYHVRXWQRWKLQJWKDWDGGVWRWKHPHDQLQJRIWKHVSHHFKRULOOXVWUDWHVWKHDUJXPHQW´)RUWKLV
reason, and to facilitate more precise analysis of the proceedings, use was also made of video 
recordings of the PMQs sessions. These are accessible from the Parliament website 
(https://www.parliament.uk/). 
 Analysis was based on -HUHP\&RUE\Q¶V first 20 PMQs sessions as Leader of the Labour 
Party following his appointment on 12 September 2015. The first of these sessions took place 
on 16 September 2015, the twentieth on 13 April 2016. As the primary focus of the study was 
on PM David Cameron¶VUHVSRQVHVWR/2&RUE\Q¶VTXHVWLRQVDfurther session where neither 
of the leaders participated (9 December 20152) was excluded. Analysis was restricted to the 
weekly six Q/R exchanges between the LO and the PM, making a total of 120 Q/R exchanges 
from the 20 sessions. 
                                                          
2
 On this date, George Osborne (First Secretary of State) took the questions in place of PM Cameron; 
/DERXU¶V6KDGRZ)LUVW6HFUHWDU\RI6WDWH$QJHOD(DJOHVWRRGLQIRU/2&RUE\Q 
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2.1 Reply rate 
To obtain a measure of reply rate, Q/R sequences were analysed according to a procedure 
devised by Bull (1994, 2003, 2009) which provides specific criteria for identifying different 
types of questions, and whether the politician answers the questions. In this procedure, six main 
question types are identified, three of which utilise interrogative syntax, three utilise non-
interrogative syntax. The three interrogative question types can be distinguished according to 
the type of reply expected (Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, and Svartvik 1985). Those that expect 
DIILUPDWLRQ RU QHJDWLRQ HJ ³+DYH \RX ILQLVKHG WKH ERRN"´ DUH FDOOHG yes-no or polar 
questions7KRVHWKDWH[SHFWRQHRIWZRRUPRUHRSWLRQVSUHVHQWHGLQWKHTXHVWLRQHJ³:RXOG
you like to go for a walk or stay aWKRPH"´DUHUHIHUUHGWRDValternative questions (sometimes 
also as disjunctive questions). Those that typically expect a reply from an open range of 
responses HJ ³:KDW LV \RXU QDPH"´ RU ³:KHQ DUH \RX JRLQJ RXW"´ DUH UHIHUUHG WR DV
interrogative word questions, or sometimes as wh-questions (Quirk et al. 1985). The value of 
making these distinctions is that they provide clear criteria for assessing whether a question has 
been answered. 
Three non-interrogative types of question can also be distinguished: declarative, 
moodless, and indirect. Declarative questions are comparable in form to declarative statements, 
except they are typically accompanied by final rising question intonation (Quirk et al. 1985). 
Moodless questions do not have a finite verb (Jucker 1986). Finally, there are indirect 
questions: a means of asking a question through reporting that of another.  
These non-interrogative syntax question types might seem to present a problem for the 
analysis presented above of responses to questions. However, as Harris (1991) points out, since 
moodless and declarative utterances are typically put forward for agreement or disagreement 
E\WKHLQWHUYLHZHHWKH\FDQIRUWKHPRVWSDUWEHUHJDUGHGDVSRODUTXHVWLRQV7RWHVW+DUULV¶
hypothesis, an analysis was conducted of all three non-interrogative type questions (N = 223) 
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in a data set of 33 televised British political interviews broadcast between 1987 and 1992 (Bull 
2003). Results showed that 92% of these questions could be regarded as polar, the remainder 
as either disjunctive or interrogative word. Thus, it was concluded that the guidelines for 
interrogative syntax questions could be extended to include the three types of non-interrogative 
questions in that data set (Bull 2003). The Results section below includes illustrative examples 
for each of these interrogative question types. 
Responses to questions are categorized as either explicit replies, intermediate responses 
(e.g., implicit replies, partial replies, or half replies), or what are termed non-replies (a complete 
failure to answer the question) (Bull 1994; 2003; 2009). The term non-reply was coined in 
SUHIHUHQFH WR WKH WHUP SHMRUDWLYH ³HYDVLRQ´ EHFDXVH LW PD\ EH SHUIHFWO\ OHJLWLPDWH IRU D
politician not to answer a question in certain circumstances (e.g., when it is based on a false or 
misleading presupposition). Satisfactory reliability has previously been obtained using this 
V\VWHP LQZKLFK WZR LQWHUYLHZVZHUH UDWHGE\ WZR LQGHSHQGHQW UDWHUV VKRZLQJD&RKHQ¶V
(1960) coefficient on questions/replies/non-replies of k = 0.82 (Bull 1994).  
(DFKRIWKH/2¶VWXUQV from the corpus of 120 Q/R exchanges was coded for question 
type (yes-no, alternative, interrogative word, declarative, moodless, or indirect). In some cases, 
more than one question type was applicable for a single turn. The coding of question would 
WKHQIDFLOLWDWHDVVHVVPHQWRIWKH30¶VUHVSRQVH± whether the information requested by the LO 
had been provided. Thereby, each response was coded as either a non-reply, an intermediate 
reply, or an explicit reply. In this study, only explicit replies (where the politician gives a full 
answer to the question) qualified for inclusion in the overall reply rate. All the transcripts were 
coded by both researchers, with any disagreements being resolved by discussion. 
2.2 Personalisation 
Instances of personalisation were analysed separately, based on a technique devised by 
Waddle, Bull, and Böhnke (2019). Their coding system, based on disrespect, clarifies what is 
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identifiable as a personal attack. In the famously adversarial environment of PMQs, politicians 
often direct personal references at their opponents in relation to performance or behaviour. 
However, only those utterances deemed disrespectful were identified as personalisation ± 
effectively, a personal attack. The study by Waddle, Bull, and Böhnke highlighted seven 
comment types identifiable as personal disrespect: negative personality statements; 
implications of an enduring negative character trait; negative names/labels; 
aspersions/disparaging insinuations; patronising/condescending remarks; mockery; and 
badgering (comments regarded as personal harassment).  
 An example of personalisation from the current corpus was of such personal salience 
that it attracted widespread press coverage. During Q/R exchanges on the health service, 
Cameron responded to one question by saying what he imagined his mother would say to 
&RUE\Q³>@,NQRZZKDWP\PRWKHUZRXOGVD\6KHZRXOGORRNDFURVVWKH'LVSDWFK%R[3 
DQGVD\µ3XWRQDSURSHUVXLWGRXS\RXUWLe and sing the national anthem4¶´+&'HE
February 2016, col. 291).  
 Further examples identified as personal disrespect (underlined), although patently 
lower in personal aggression than that above, include one from &RUE\Q¶VRSHQLQJTXHVWLRQDW
his ver\ILUVWVHVVLRQDV/2³>«@,DPVXUHWKH3ULPH0LQLVWHUZLOODEVROXWHO\ZHOFRPHWKLV
as he welcomed the idea in 2005, but something seems to have happened to his memory during 
that period. >«@´+&'HE6HSWHPEHUFROAnother, from a response by the 
PM was: 
                                                          
3
 7KH'LVSDWFK%R[DOVRµGHVSDWFKER[¶LVDER[ORFDWHGRQHLWKHUVLGHRIWKHFHQWUDOWDEOHLQWKH
chamber of the House of Commons. The leaders stand at their respective dispatch box when speaking. 
4
 &DPHURQ¶VFRPPHQWKHUHUHODWHVWR&RUE\Q¶V apparent silence during the singing of the national 
anthem at a memorial service in September 2015 (Heffer 2016), and for criticism by some for attire 
deemed inappropriate. &DPHURQ¶VUHVSRQVHIROlowed shouts ± ³$VN\RXUPRWKHU´± by Labour 
members. It was reported that his mother had recently signed a petition against cuts to local services 
LQWKH30¶VRZQFRQVWLWXHQF\. 
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>«@ :H QRZ KDYH D /DERXU SDUW\ ZKRVH KRXVLQJ SROLF\ GRHV QRW VXSSRUW KRPH
ownership, just as its defence policy does not believe in defence, and just as we now 
have a Labour party that does not believe in work and a Labour leader who does not 
believe in Britain. (HC Deb, 13 January 2016, col. 852). 
 
The entire corpus of 120 Q/R exchanges was assessed for personalisation. Each of the 
/2¶VTXHVWLRQVDQGWKH30¶VUHVSRQVHVwas FRGHGDVHLWKHUµ¶ (no personal attack identified) 
RUµ¶ (at least one personal attack identified within the turn). An inter-rater reliability study, 
based on 120 Q/R exchanges coded independently by a trained research assistant and the 
second author of this paper has shown this system to be highly reliable; the results, using 
Cohen's (1960) kappa, showed k = 0.88 (Waddle, Bull, and Böhnke 2019). 
 
3. Results 
7KH/2¶VTXHVWLRQVDFURVVDOO304VVHVVLRQVZHUHLGHQWLILHGDVHLWKHUSXEOLF or non-public. 
All 120 questions and 120 responses were analysed in terms of reply rates and personalisation. 
3.1 Reply rates 
$QDO\VLVUHYHDOHGWKDW&DPHURQJDYHH[SOLFLWUHSOLHVWRRI&RUE\Q¶VSXEOLFTXHVWLRQVDQG
to 20% of his non-public questions. A comparison via a Wilcoxon Matched-Pairs Test (W = 
36, N = 14, p > .050), showed no significant difference between public and non-public 
questions for reply rates. 
3.2 Personalisation 
A generalised linear model was used to conduct inferential statistical analyses on the data for 
personalisation. 2YHUDOOWKHUHVXOWVRIWKLVDQDO\VLVVKRZHGWKDW&DPHURQ¶VSHUVRQDOLVDWLRQUDWH
ZDVVLJQLILFDQWO\JUHDWHUWKDQ&RUE\Q¶V (p  2IWKH45H[FKDQJHVRI&DPHURQ¶V
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UHVSRQVHV  FRQWDLQHG D SHUVRQDO DWWDFN LQ FRPSDULVRQ WR  RI &RUE\Q¶V TXHstions 
 &DPHURQ¶V SHUVRQDOLVDWLRQ UDWH ZDV DOVR VLJQLILFDQWO\ JUHDWHU IRU WKH  QRQ-public 
questions (p = .031): Cameron was personally disrespectful on 25 occasions (28.1%), Corbyn 
on 13 occasions (14.6%). However, for the 31 public questions, there was no statistically 
significant difference (p = .740). Of those questions asked by Corbyn, five (16.1%) contained 
SHUVRQDOLVDWLRQ LQ FRPSDULVRQ WR VL[ RI &DPHURQ¶V UHVSRQVHV  7KHVH UHVXOWV DUH
displayed in Figure 1. 
 
(FIGURE 1 NEAR HERE) 
 
3.3 Illustrative examples 
In addition to these statistical analyses, illustrative examples are presented below for each of 
the three main question types below (polar, interrogative-word, and disjunctive), as outlined in 
the Method section (Procedure) above. 
 
Extract 1 (HC Deb, 28 October 2015, col. 338) (polar question) 
 
Corbyn: >«@FDQKH>WKH3ULPH0LQLVWHU@QRZJXDUDQWHHWRWKH+RXVHDQGWRWKHZLGHU
country that nobody will be worse off next year as a result of cuts to working 
tax credits? 
Cameron: What I can guarantee is that we remain committed to the vision of a high pay, 
low tax, lower welfare economy. We believe that the way to make sure that 
everyone is better off is to keep growing our economy, keep inflation low, keep 
FXWWLQJ SHRSOH¶V WD[HV DQG LQWUoduce the national living wage. As for our 
changes, the Chancellor will set them out in the autumn statement. 
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In this example, Corbyn asks a very specific polar question as to whether people will 
be worse off as a result of cuts to working tax credits (a state benefit made to people who work 
and have a low income). Cameron neither affirms nor denies that anyone will be worse off as 
a result of these cuts, hence his response was coded as a non-reply. 
 
Extract 2 (HC Deb, 10 February 2016, col. 1567-1568) (interrogative word question) 
 
Corbyn: >«@,KDYHDTXHVWLRQRQKRXVLQJ,KDYHDQHPDLOIURP5RVLH>«@VKHVD\V³,
ZRUNLQFUHGLEO\KDUGDWP\MRE\HW,DPVWLOOOLYLQJDWKRPHZLWKP\SDUHQWV´
The lack of housing options is forcing her to consider moving²even leaving 
the country. She asks the Prime Minister what action he is going to take to help 
young people and families suffering from unrealistic house prices and uncapped 
rents to get somewhere safe and secure to live. 
Cameron: >«@:KDW,ZRXOGVD\to Rosie²the Rosie who wrote to him²is we want 
to do everything we can to help young people get on the housing ladder. That is 
why we have got these help-to-save ISAs, and I hope she is looking at that. We 
DUHFXWWLQJ5RVLH¶VWD[HVVRWKLV\HDUVKHZLOOEe able to earn £11,000 before 
she starts paying any taxes. If Rosie is a tenant in a housing association home, 
she will be able to buy that home, because we are introducing and extending the 
right to buy. And, of course, she will have the opportunity to register for Help 
to Buy, which gives people the chance to have a smaller deposit on owning their 
own home. If Rosie is not earning that much money, but wants to be a 
homeowner, shared ownership can make a real difference. In some parts of the 
country, you will only need a deposit of some £1,000 or £2,000 to begin the 
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process of becoming a homeowner. But I recognise, in this Parliament, building 
more houses, following those schemes, we have got to deliver for Rosie. 
 
This extract takes the form of an indirect question (Corbyn is quoting from a member 
of the public called RosieXWLOLVLQJWKHLQWHUURJDWLYHZRUG³ZKDW´YL]what action the PM is 
going to take to help young people and families suffering from unrealistic house prices and 
uncapped rents to get somewhere safe and secure to live). Cameron lists a number of actions 
that have been taken by the government to help young people get on the housing ladder, 
therefore, his response was regarded as an explicit reply. 
 
Extract 3 (HC Deb, 4 November 2015, col. 959-960) (disjunctive/alternative question) 
 
Corbyn: If the Prime Minister will not answer questions that I put, then I quote to him 
WKHUHQRZQHG.LQJ¶V)XQGZKLFKKDVHQRUPRXVH[SHUWLVHLQ1+6IXQGLQJDQG
NHS administration. It saLGWKDWWKH1DWLRQDO+HDOWK6HUYLFH³FDQQRWFRQWLQXH
WRPDLQWDLQVWDQGDUGVRIFDUHDQGEDODQFHWKHERRNV«DUDSLGDQGVHULRXVGHFOLQH
LQSDWLHQW FDUH LV LQHYLWDEOH´XQOHVV VRPHWKLQJ LV GRQH0D\ , DVN WKH3ULPH
Minister which is rising faster²NHS waiting lists or NHS deficits? 
Cameron: /HWPHGHDOGLUHFWO\ZLWKWKH.LQJ¶V)XQG:KDWZHKDYHGRQHRQWKLVVLGHRI
the House is appoint a new chief executive to the NHS, Mr Simon Stevens, who 
worked under the last Labour Government and did a very good job for them. He 
produced the Stevens plan, which he said required at least £8 billion of 
Government funding. We are putting in £10 billion behind that plan. That is the 
plan that we are producing, and we can see the results: 1.3 million more 
operations, 7.8 million more out-patient appointments and 4.7 million more 
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diagnostic tests. What is going up in the NHS is the number of treatments²the 
number of successful outcomes. If the Honourable Gentleman wants to know 
who is heading for a winter crisis, I would predict that it is the Labour Party. 
We have seen it in a lot of his appointments: his media adviser is a Stalinist, his 
new policy adviser is a Trotskyist and his economic adviser is a communist. If 
he is trying to move the Labour party to the left, I would give him ³IXOO0DU[´ 
 
,QWKLVTXHVWLRQ&RUE\QSRVHVDQDOWHUQDWLYH³>«@ZKLFKLVULVLQJIDVWHU± NHS waiting 
OLVWVRU1+6GHILFLWV"´&DPHURQVLPSO\LJQRUHVWKHSRVHGDOWHUQDWLYHDVVHUWLQJLQVWHDGWKDW
there have been increases in government spending on the NHS, in the number of NHS 
treatments and in successful outcomes. Since Cameron says nothing about either waiting lists 
or deficits, his response was coded as a non-reply. Cameron concludes his response with an 
attack on the Labour Party, and a personal attack RQ&RUE\Q³,IKHLVWU\LQJWRPRYHWKH/DERXU
SDUW\ WR WKH OHIW , ZRXOG JLYH KLP µIXOO 0DU[¶´ This personal reference was adjudged 
GLVUHVSHFWIXODVLWDSSHDUV&DPHURQZDVPRFNLQJ&RUE\QE\UHODWLQJWKH/2¶VSROLWLFVWR.DUO
Marx ± co-author of the 1848 Communist Manifesto. 
 
4. Discussion and conclusion 
This study was based on the proposition that Jeremy Corbyn, following his appointment as 
Labour Party leader, attempted to redress the moral order of PMQs through a novel questioning 
technique (sourcing questions from members of the public) thereby focussing less on personal 
attacks and more on dialogue concerning substantive political issues. The impact of this 
technique was assessed in two distinct ways through two dependent measures: reply rate and 
personalisation. 
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 5HSO\UDWHZDVFKRVHQDVDQDSSURSULDWHPHDQVRIHVWLPDWLQJZKHWKHU&RUE\Q¶VQHZ
approach had brought about a more informative dialogue between the leaders. The reply rate 
for public questions was 23%, for non-public questions 20%, which did not differ significantly 
from one another. In the Introduction, reply rates are shown from analyses of political 
interviews, all of which were higher than that found in this study. Given that to the authors¶ 
best knowledge, this is the first study of reply rates at PMQs in the UK, we have no benchmark 
with which to compare these results. However, it is worth noting in this context the results of 
an analysis of Question Time in the House of Representatives in Australia (Rasiah 2010), 
according to which only 8 out of 48 questions from opposition MPs received an answer 
HYHQORZHUWKDQ&DPHURQ¶VUHSO\UDWH reported here. 
However, it may well be that in the highly charged, confrontational, face-threatening 
atmosphere of PMQs, the PM may be more inclined to equivocate than political leaders in 
televised interviews, given that s/he is repeatedly called upon to justify and defend the actions 
of the government. Another possibility is that political opponents may be more likely than 
political interviewers to pose ³XQDQVZHUDEOH´ questions5 based on face-damaging 
presuppositions. A good example of this can be seen in Extract 3 above, where Corbyn 
presupposes that both NHS waiting lists and deficits are rising; to answer such a question would 
be to agree with one of those contentious presuppositions. Alternatively, these reply rates may 
reflect a general increase in equivocation by political leaders; studies of broadcast interviews 
in the 1980s show an average reply rate of 46% (Bull 1994), whereas the most recent studies 
show reply rates down to 27% (Bull 2016; 2017). Or it may be that the questions themselves 
are becoming more problematic, given the ample evidence that conflictual questions create 
pressures on politicians to equivocate (e.g. Bull 2008; Bull, Elliott, Palmer, and Walker 1996). 
                                                          
5
 Questions designed to pose a threat to face and/or containing an inaccurate presupposition (Bates et 
al. 2014). 
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Whatever the reasons, further research on equivocation in PMQs is necessary to make a fuller 
assessment. 
)URP-HUHP\&RUE\Q¶VSHUVSHFWLYHVXFKUHVXOWVZHUHREYLously disappointing. Indeed, 
he has since conceded that his desire to change the discourse of PMQs was not successful. 
Writing in The Independent QHZVSDSHU&RUE\QVWDWHGWKDW³ZKLOH,¶YHWDNHQDGLIIHUHQW
approach to asking the questions, David Cameron has carried on failing to give proper answers. 
>«@:KHQJLYHQWKHFKDQFHWRGHIHQGKLVJRYHUQPHQW¶VUHFRUGKHKDVLQVWHDGSUHIHUUHGWRRSW
for petty attacks, while avoiding the substance of the issue, and ignoring the real problems 
IDFLQJRXUSHRSOH´,QWKDWUHVSHFWVRXUFLQJTXHVWLRQVIURPPHPEHUVRIWKHSXEOLFDSSHDUVWR
have failed to make PMQs more dialogic and less adversarial. 
The second dependent measure (personalisation) was intended to evaluate whether the 
use of public questions brought about any abatement in the aggressive language for which 
PMQs has become renowned. Here, a rather different picture emerges. Whereas Cameron used 
significantly more personal attacks than Corbyn in response to non-public questions ± almost 
twice as many ± this was not the case for public questions. For the latter, &DPHURQ¶V
personalisations were down to a level comparable to that of the relatively respectful LO, 
thereby suggesting that &RUE\Q¶Vnovel approach made PMQs discourse less adversarial. 
This reduced personal antagonism is noteworthy when considering previous research 
by Waddle, Bull, and Böhnke (2019), where Cameron was found to use more personal attacks 
than any of the other four PMs across a 37-year period. This was particularly true just a few 
PRQWKVSULRUWR&RUE\Q¶VDSSRLQWPHQWZKHQ&DPHURQZDVRSSRVHGDW304VE\/DERXUOHDGHU
Ed Miliband. In that period, almost 62% of his responses were personally antagonistic. Here, 
DFURVV&RUE\Q¶VILUVWVHVVLRQVDV /2WKH30¶VRYHUDOOSHUVRQDOLVDWLRQZDVGRZQWREHORZ
26%. The final period analysed by Waddle, Bull, and Böhnke (2019) ± ten sessions starting 
from the last PMQs of this analysis ± VKRZHG&DPHURQ¶VSHUVRQDOLVDWLRQ WR UHGXFHIXUWKHU
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down to 20%. This PD\EHLQGLFDWLYHRIDFRQWLQXHGHIIHFWRIWKH/2¶V³GLIIHUHQWDSSURDFKWR
asking questions´ (Corbyn 2016), although by then his use of public questions was fewer than 
one per session. 
It seems clear that public questions prompted a more respectful discourse in PMQs, 
such that Cameron showed no signs of returning to his previous high levels of personal 
antagonism. Perhaps political expediency, as detailed in the Introduction, was a factor. 
However, as the findings of Waddle, Bull, and Böhnke (2019) showed Corbyn to be one of the 
least disrespectful LOs at PMQs across a 37-year period, the alternative proposal of reciprocal 
politeness may indeed explain why Cameron remained less adversarial than he was prior to 
&RUE\Q¶VDSSRLQWPHQW2QWKLVEDVLV&RUE\Q¶VQHw approach was not entirely unsuccessful. 
 With regard to the wider implications of this study, one interesting feature is its 
relevance to the previous study of quotations (Fetzer and Bull, in preparation). In the analysis 
of interactions between David Cameron and Ed Miliband, it was argued that in every case, 
quotations were used in an adversarial manner, either to deconstruct the argumentation, 
credibility and leadership of opponents and their party, and/or enhance these qualities in self. 
The results of this analysis suggest that Corbyn used quotations sourced from ordinary people 
with quite different intent ± to focus political discourse more on substantive political issues, 
less on verbal mud-slinging. From this perspective, the use of quotations in PMQs discourse 
would not seem to be intrinsically adversarial, what matters rather is the way in which they are 
used. Furthermore, from the wider perspective of the study of language aggression and conflict, 
the results of this study highlight one technique with the potential for mitigating aggression in 
conflictual language, and to some degree, redressing the moral order in a traditional 
parliamentary setting. 
A second interesting feature of this study is its relevance to the analysis of public 
perceptions of PMQs (Allen et al. 2014), discussed in the Introduction above. The authors of 
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that review also discussed proposals for the reform of the event, one of which was that citizens 
could be invited to submit questions for consideration at PMQs ± a proposal which of course 
Corbyn subsequently implemented as described above ,Q IDFW &RUE\Q¶V XVH RI public 
questions could be seen directly to address a number of public concerns as reported by Allen 
et al. For example, in their Audit of Political Engagement, the statement with which 
UHVSRQGHQWVPRVWDJUHHGZDV³7KHUHLVWRRPXFKSDUW\SROLWLFDOSRLQW-scoring instead of 
DQVZHULQJWKHTXHVWLRQ´; the statement with which respondents most disagreed (48%) was that 
³0RVW03VEHKDYHSURIHVVLRQDOO\DW304V´ 
&RUE\Q¶Vnovel approach to questioning might be construed as an attempt to redress 
this state of affairs ± to focus political discourse more on substantive political issues, less on 
verbal mud-slinging. In the first aim, as Corbyn (2016) admitted, he was not successful. In his 
second aim, as shown by the results here, his use of public questions did have some success in 
reducing the level of personal attacks, which, as previously reported (Waddle, Bull, and 
Böhnke 2019), had EHHQDGLVWLQFWLYHIHDWXUHRI&DPHURQ¶VLnteractive style. According to Bull 
and Wells (2012), the discourse of PMQs has become something of a ritual, a kind of verbal 
pugilism, conducted under arcane conventions resembling the Queensbury rules of boxing6 
(see Kádár 2017). To that extent, aggressive adversarialism has seemingly become the moral 
order of PMQs. As argued in this paper, &RUE\Q¶VQRYHOTXHVWLRQLQJWHFKQLTXHXQGRXEWHGO\
has a moral dimension in which he seeks to redress the moral order of PMQs through a reform 
of its discursive norms. Indeed, this dimension was fully recognised by one analyst, who 
memorably dubbed Corbyn following his first PMQs as ³WKHVDLQWLQWKHEHDUSLW´ (Lees, 2015). 
 
 
                                                          
6
 So-called because they were originally publicly endorsed by the Marquess of Queensbury. 
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  Figure 1. Personal attacks by the party leaders 
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